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Dr. Le'Kisha Byrd pored over her neatly handwritten notes, going over her findings one more time. She could feel a sheen of moisture forming around her hairline. Her skin prickled, as if every hair on her body was standing on end, and vibrating. Before she approached the counter where she performed her testing, she wanted to make sure she had the steps down. Even though she was pretty sure she'd memorized the procedure, she took the binder of notes with her to the counter and sat down on the wheeled stool. Rolling up the sleeves of her custom lavender lab coat, and the blue blouse beneath, she slipped a pair of latex gloves over her trembling hands. Taking four different marked bottles of liquid from the wooden rack, she carefully measured out the proper amount of each one, using a clean dropper for each. Then she placed the contents of the droppers into a single vial, capping it with a small cork.

Inhaling deeply, she shook the vial vigorously, mixing the liquid compounds inside. She observed the reaction taking place inside the glass vessel with glee, a smile spreading across her face. The liquids swirled around, taking on a blue tinge, and growing almost iridescent as they combined. Seeing the reaction take place made her pulse pound like a house music track. Sidling a few feet across the room to her high-powered microscope, she prepared a slide by adding a dropper full of cells, a second dropper full of compound, and a cover. Slipping the flat object into the clips on the microscope stand, she flicked on the light and peered inside the eyepiece. What she saw made her heart flutter.

“Yes!” She could feel her smile widened cheeks stretching to their limit as the full impact of what she'd just done swept over her. It wasn't just that this compound would make her fabulously rich (although that was a definite plus). It was the knowledge that what she'd created would have a real and lasting impact on the entire human race, at least if she had anything to say about it. When she brushed clamped a hand over her mouth to contain her squeal of joy, she felt the wetness on her cheeks. Happy tears were streaming down her face. She was beyond pleased to finally be finished. 

Deep inside, her feelings were mixed. She would keep working and creating, but this would likely be the one thing she was remembered for when she was long gone. This was it- her legacy, the culmination of many years of academic work and research. Still, some might not approve of what she'd invented. Shrugging, she decided not to over-think it. Her work was done. What happened next was up to her investor, but that wouldn't stop her from celebrating the accomplishment.

She stood from her stool and stretched. Day was waning into twilight, and the hours of compiling notes, running tests, and recording data meant her energy was waning as well. She tucked the priceless compound into the foam lining of her attaché case, closing and locking it. With the case and her royal blue leather satchel in hand, she grabbed her keys and left her small private lab and office, flipping the light switch on the way out.

In the dim hallway of the nondescript one-story steel building housing several private laboratories, she could hear the echo of her brown pumps hitting the painted concrete floor. About halfway down the corridor, she paused. Behind her, the sound of footsteps continued, even as she stood motionless. In the next seconds she glanced behind her. Seeing no one, she continued toward the lobby.

She put pressure on the bar of one of the main doors to open it. As the door creaked open and a blast of cold air from the January night swept inside, she slipped out into the darkness.

As she walked to her car, she shrugged her shoulders repeatedly, doing her best to shake of the feeling of being watched. She could feel her body experiencing the biological reactions to the stress- her palms were sweaty, her heart racing, and her mouth desert dry. Her investors were wealthy and powerful- very powerful- and ever since she'd taken this project on, she'd felt as if they were monitoring her. She'd expected a degree of scrutiny from them, it was just something they did, but if her intuition was right, they were watching her a lot more closely than she would prefer. They had thrown an obscene amount of money her way to convince her to work on this "sensitive" project, so she did her best to ignore it. She figured if someone were out to get her, they would have done it by now.

She scooped her keys out of her bag, thankful for the bright overhead lights shining down on the parking lot. She'd parked strategically earlier, so that now, her black sedan sat in a pool of amber light. She opened the door, tossing her bag and case inside.

A sound caught her attention.

Her head jerked toward the sound, her gaze landing on the sidewalk she'd just strolled down.

One of the stout holly bushes rustled, but she saw no one.

Probably a stray cat or something.

Groaning, she slid into the supple leather seat and closed the door. With the key in the ignition, she brought the engine of life. Cranking up her favorite jazz radio station, she drowned out her paranoid thoughts as she sped out of the lot.

As Le'Kisha motored onto Davis Drive, she couldn't see the man in black crouched in the bushes, watching her.

A few minutes later, Le'Kisha pulled up to her cousin Sienna's house. Parking her car at the curb, she climbed the cement steps leading up to the house, which sat atop a sloping hill. The old house, built in the 1950s, had belonged to their grandmother. When Sienna had inherited the house, she'd taken a lot of care in fixing the place up. She'd even painted over the original faded whitewash with a sunny shade of yellow, bringing new life to their childhood hangout. If she could see it, Grandma Ruth would be proud.

A chill hung in the air, and she closed her lab coat a little tighter around her to stave it off. On the porch, she sidestepped Sienna's many ceramic pots, which would be brimming with bright flowers come spring, and knocked on the old wood framed screen door.

Sienna swung the door open. She wore her usual Friday evening attire- a long-sleeved tee and a pair of black yoga pants. “Hey, girl. What held you up so late?”

Shaking her head, Le'Kisha rushed inside the house to escape the cool night air. “You wouldn't believe the day I've had.”

Closing and locking the door behind them, Sienna sat down on one of her fuchsia wing chairs, gesturing for Le'Kisha to take its twin. “After growing up in the South, I probably would believe it. Try me.”

She sank into the soft cushioning of the chair and thought about what she could say. She couldn't divulge any details about what she was working on, due to a non-disclosure agreement she'd made with her investors. So, she decided to tell her the truth- at least, part of it. “Well, let's just say I'm still getting a lot of pesky recruiters knocking on my door.” She'd been visited by five just since Monday.

Sienna's smile was full of familial pride. “You're in demand. Everybody wants to hire you.”

She shook her head in response. “You know I don't want a boss. I like the way I operate now. Being funded by my own money, and a few investors here and there means I can work on my own terms.”

“Yeah, I know.” Sienna ran a hand over her head full of wild, golden tipped ringlets. “If I paid more attention in science class we might be 'experimenting' together.” A chuckle escaped her. 

“We both know your true calling is in fashion.” She knew how much her cousin enjoyed her work as manager at an upscale clothing boutique in Cary. “I think I'm going to take a vacation. All this corporate wooing is wearing on my nerves.” So was the feeling of being under surveillance, but she didn't mention that.

“Looks like you'll be going solo.” Sienna tucked her knees under her bottom. “It will be at least six weeks before I can get time off.”

She shrugged. She had been thinking about a vacation for several weeks but had no idea when she'd actually take it. Maybe the time was right, now that she had completed the work on her project. 

“Anyway, let's get to the movie before I nod off. Long day at the store today.” Sienna stood, stifling a yawn. “I'm going to start the popcorn. What are we watching?”

Le'Kisha opened her purse and extracted a DVD. “I brought that new Denzel movie.”

Sienna clapped her hands as she headed down the hall toward her kitchen. “Alright! I love me some Denzel.”

Alone in her cousin's living room, Le'Kisha felt that odd sensation again, as if someone was staring at her. She rose from the comfy chair and stood near the window, peering out into the darkness. 

A dark sedan was idling at the intersection near the front of the house. In the shadows, she couldn't make out the features of the person behind the wheel.

Was the driver watching her? Maybe she was just imagining things.

As soon as she pushed the curtains back to get a better view, the driver gunned the engine and sped away.
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Marcelo Spirelli trudged into his apartment in the historic Brightleaf district of Durham and closed the door behind him. The dark blue, full body jumpsuit he worked in as the owner and sole landscaper of Spirelli Landscaping was covered in soil and fertilizer. Beneath them, the long underwear he'd worn to protect him from the chilly air as he worked to winterize Sarah P. Duke Gardens were stuck to him. He needed a shower, and badly.

With that in mind, he plopped down on ottoman next to his door to unlace and remove his boots. Leaving them there with his socks, he strode across the space, removing articles of clothing and leaving them in a trail all the way to the bathroom.

As the hot water streamed down the lines of his body, he couldn't help thinking of how many weeks it had been since he'd felt the soft touch of a woman's hands. He'd been working on back-to-back jobs for the past two months, and as a result, hadn't been on a date in just as long. His bank account was happy, but his body craved the feeling that only came from having a ripe, sensuous woman wrapped around him. 

He was stepping out of the steamy shower, a towel wrapped around his waist, when he heard the shrill ring of his PHOENIX communicator. With a groan, he retrieved the device from the pocket of his jumpsuit and answered it. "Spirelli here."

Within the hour, he was parking his car in the clearing surrounding the Durham metropolitan PHOENIX headquarters. It was situated on private land in the county, between Durham and the small town of Bahama. Largely undeveloped despite the booming growth of the Triangle area, it was the ideal location.

The structure, appearing to be an old, listing barn, loomed just beyond where he stood. The faded, aged wood and overgrown brush only added to the authenticity of the cover for this place. Pushing aside the tall, scratchy brush, he leaned into the wall at a precise spot. A second later, a red beam scanned his retina, and the false wall slid back, allowing him entrance.

Inside, he passed the same serious looking portrait of founder J.T. "Phoenix" Pierce that hung in the main corridor of every PHOENIX building. The old man had died years ago, but he knew from organization lore that J.T. had earned his nickname by being the only survivor of a napalm attack on his unit during the Vietnam War.

His training kicked in again, and his eyes swept the surroundings. The sky-blue ceiling and dark blue walls, striped with silver, gave way to the gray carpeting beneath his feet. On the far end of the corridor, a pair of frosted glass doors led into the office of Dr. Brown, commander of the Triangle Tactical Area. 

Inside, he was met with the forty by fifty-foot space, lined with cases displaying the commander's collection of memorabilia from various American wars and PHOENIX conflicts. In the rear center of the room sat a large black lacquer desk, behind which loomed an impossibly large black leather chair, facing away from him. He felt the corners of his mouth turn up at this PHOENIX tradition. Commanders and supervisors never revealed their identity to their subordinates. "You rang?"

"Evening, Agent Spirelli." Dr. Brown's gravelly voice traveled from behind the huge chair. "Do you think you're prepared for the rigors of a solo mission?"

He shrugged, thinking it had mostly likely already been decided. "What's the mission?"

"A very brilliant and very stubborn scientist is in need of protection, and I think your unique skill set is perfect for the job."

"I assume by 'unique skill set', you mean my sorcery."

Ever the jovial boss, Dr. Brown chuckled. "Yes, there is that. Your skill with rifle marksmanship may also come in handy."

His forehead creased. That last statement made him curious. "Just why does he need protection?"

"She needs protection because of the scientific breakthrough she's just made. There are a lot of parties, human and otherwise, who want to get their hands on her work."

She? He wasn't such a Neanderthal that he couldn't process the idea of a female scientist, but he was still somewhat surprised he'd be protecting a woman. 

"Also, you'll want to be on your guard. Keep a supply of the Elixir of Reason on you at all time."

That could only mean one thing. The good doctor wasn't human, at least not completely. "Okay, what do I need to know about her?"

Dr. Brown shifted in his chair a bit, but of course refrained from turning around. "Her name is Dr. Le'Kisha Byrd, and she is a succubus."

He drew in a sharp breath when he heard that word. He'd only had one encounter with a succubus in his entire life, but he'd never forget it. As a new recruit to PHOENIX, he'd been assigned to a brothel bust. The madam had been a succubus, and her cunning had been so strong that he'd ended up in a very compromising position, nearly being kicked out of the organization. Pushing away the bitter memories, he asked frankly, "Are you sure I'm the person to be doing this job?"

"Yes, I am. If anything, your previous experience with Reva Peters is an asset."

The mention of her name filled him with the disgust that made his skin prickle. When he thought of what she'd almost cost him... "Dr. Brown, I really don't think I'm right for this—"

"I do." Dr. Brown cleared his throat. "I sent her address to your communicator. You can return home long enough to pack what you'll need for the next several weeks. After that, report to her home."

Dr. Brown's dismissal of his doubts told him there was no getting out of this. He let his eyes close for a moment, took a deep breath, and steeled himself. "Does she know I'm coming?"

"No. If she seems suspicious, tell her I sent you."

Great. I'm sure she'll have the welcome mat laid out for me.” I'll get there as soon as I can."

He turned and left the room, then followed the corridor out of the building. Outside in the darkness, he pulled the hood of his sweatshirt up to protect his neck and ears from the frigid wind. As he left headquarters and drove toward his house, he wondered what kind of reception he would receive from the good doctor. From his experience, women were generally not too keen on having strange men knock on their door. He would be on guard at all times.

Memories of that fateful night when he'd encountered Reva still haunted him, putting tightness in his chest. Knowing he had a mission to perform, he brushed the emotions aside. Whatever this succubus threw at him, he vowed to be ready.

Inside his apartment, he hastily packed his duffel bags with the essentials he would need for the next three weeks. If he stayed beyond that, he’d have to come back and replenish supplies. Even as he hoisted the bags to carry them to his car, he knew his packing might have been in vain. There was a pretty good possibility she wouldn't even let him inside her house, let alone let him stay with her.

It was after nine o'clock when he pulled into the driveway of the impressive two-story home in the Hope Valley Farms neighborhood. The modern brick home, lit with strategically placed spotlights along the walkway, boasted immaculate landscaping and a white columned entryway. Whatever the doctor's line of work was, she was obviously making a good living at it.

He pulled a small glass vial from the pocket of his sweatshirt. The blue, phosphorescent glow of the Elixir of Reason filled the cabin of his pickup truck. He removed the silver cap and downed the liquid, the cool, minty thickness washing down his throat. Tossing the empty vial into the console, he thought back on his encounter with the succubus madam Reva Peters, and wished he'd had such a tool at his disposal then. The past couldn't be altered, he knew that, but he would make sure this succubus didn't get the best of him.

Leaving his bags in the back of the truck, he cautiously approached the door. Lights shone through a few of the first-floor windows, so he assumed she was still awake. Raising his fist, he hesitated a moment, then gave the door a few solid knocks.

Le'Kisha looked up from her book, wondering who in the world would be knocking on her door at this time of night. She stood, tightening the yellow terry cloth robe she wore over her ankle length cotton nightgown, and walked from the parlor to the front door. Standing on tiptoe, she looked through the peep hole. All she could see was a man in a thick sweatshirt, his face shrouded by the hood. Her brows knit into a frown. "Who's there?"

"I'm Agent Spirelli, ma'am."

Having no idea just what agency this Spirelli was from, she folded her arms across her chest. "And just who sent you to my house this time of night?"

There was a momentary silence. "As I understand, you're in need of protection. I've been assigned to provide it."

That gave her pause. Who was this man, and how much did he know? "How do I know that?"

The man groaned. "Dr. Brown sent me."

She smiled. So, the old man was looking after her. "Why didn’t you say that in the first place?" Disarming the security system and undoing the two deadbolts, she opened the front door. The man standing on her porch wore a gray Carolina Panthers hooded sweatshirt, dark denim jeans, and tan hiking boots. He pulled back the hood to reveal a handsome, olive complexioned face. He had piercing green eyes, a thick mustache covering his upper lip, and the most gorgeous black hair she'd ever seen. The lustrous locks hung just long enough to brush his collarbone. Floored by his good looks, she stammered a greeting. "... I... I'm Le'Kisha."

He extended a large, muscular hand. "I'm Agent Spirelli. Call me Marcelo." He smiled, showing off an immaculate set of teeth.

The way he rolled his “r” and emphasized the “l” sound was downright sensual.

Wow. Even his name is sexy. She stepped back. "Please, come in."

He entered, and she closed the door. Rather than waiting, as most first-time guests to her home would, he stalked the length and breadth of the downstairs of the house. She stood there, a bit surprised, listening to the sound of his footsteps on her hardwood floors. When he returned, their eyes met, and she noted that he was watching her.
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